Vivian Nutton, The Wellcome Trust Centre for the History of Medicine at UCL Karen Jolly, Catharina Raudvere, Edward Peters, Witchcraft and magic in Europe. Volume 3: The Middle Ages, London, Athlone Press, 2001, pp. xiv, 280, £60.00 (hardback 0-4858-9003-8) , £19.99 (paperback 0-4858-103-4 Raudvere points out that trolldomr could be used for either good or malevolent ends. For example, public rituals such as the seitr served to ward off various sorts of evil, including physical or mental disease, and runic verses were chanted to bring about healing or secure the safe delivery of a baby. As in many other preChristian societies, Scandinavian beliefs about the medical efficacy of witchcraft merged imperceptibly into broader attitudes concerning folk medicine.
The volume ends with Edward Peters' excellent survey of the Church and State's attitude to magic from the fifth to the sixteenth century. Drawing upon his extensive knowledge of the sources, Peters fleshes out the tripartite periodization of medieval magic outlined by Jolly. Although this essay does not directly address medical magic, Peters does underline the importance of healing miracles in medieval hagiography and the role they played in distinguishing the legitimate use of God-given supernatural powers for good purposes (miracula) from the mere wonderworking of magicians (mira). This superb piece of synthetic intellectual history will be essential background reading for students of medieval magic.
Admittedly, these are three rather diverse essays, but their different perspectives (and their excellent bibliographies) will definitely be appreciated by students and scholars of medieval magic alike. The purpose of this book is to question the importance of the notions of contagion in pre-modern societies. It could perhaps be summarized by a sentence in Vivian Nutton's lucid paper, "On almost all ancient schemata, contagion, whether in the strict sense of a disease transmitted by touch or in the wider one of a disease of contiguity, was only rarely invoked to explain the origin of an illness, and even when it was, it formed only one part, and not necessarily the most important part, of a complex of overlapping alternatives" (p. 161). Indeed all the nine papers in this useful book agree on this point and most wam against the danger of modern biomedical concepts of contagion being read into pre-modern texts.
The book contains three papers on China by Kuriyama, Chang, and Cullen; two on India by Das and Zysk; two on the Middle East by
